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Abstract 
With services such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, anybody can spread their 
message to hundreds of millions of people across the globe, and because of this, people of a 
certain fame can communicate directly with millions of people that look up to them. Professional 
athletes are no exception. Lebron James, Colin Kaepernick, and Steph Curry are among the 
many star athletes who have taken advantage of social media to advocate for change in their 
communities as well as across the United States.  
 Is athletes’ use of social media leading to change or is it simply a new platform for them 
to spread their message? This paper will compare two periods of athlete activism; the Civil 
Rights movement from the 1960s and the Black Lives Matter movement of the 2010s. It will 
look at the efforts of athletes before and during the age of social media and analyze the two to 
see what impact social media has made. It will also look at the roles of corporations and their 
history of refraining from partnering with activist athletes to their willingness to do so. The paper 
will close by analyzing the impact social media has had on activism efforts of professional 
athletes.  
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Progress is a Game of Inches: A History and Analysis of Athlete Activism Before and During the 
Era of Social Media 
 The megaphone has been around since the days of Socrates and Plato. The ancient 
Greeks invented the device to allow rulers to better communicate to groups of their followers. 
Fast forward about 2,000 years and Thomas Edison made improvements to the device, 
particularly by adding the cone-shaped design, and is largely thought of the inventor of the 
modern megaphone. Throughout the 20th century, further improvements, such as the addition of 
a microphone, were made as technology continued to improve until we ended with the device we 
know today. Whether it is used by a cheerleader at a high school football game or President 
George Bush after the terrorist attacks of September 11th, the megaphone has had a constant 
purpose: to spread a message to large groups of people.  
 Social media has taken the concept of the megaphone to a whole new level. With services 
such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram anybody can spread their message to hundreds of 
millions of people across the globe, and because of this, people of a certain fame can 
communicate directly with millions of people that look up to them. Professional athletes are no 
exception. Lebron James, Colin Kaepernick, and Steph Curry are among the many star athletes 
who have taken advantage of social media to advocate for change in their communities as well as 
across the United States.  
 Is athletes’ use of social media leading to change or is it simply a new platform for them 
to spread their message? This paper will compare two periods of athlete activism; the Civil 
Rights movement from the 1960s and the Black Lives Matter movement of the 2010s. It will 
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look at the efforts of athletes before and during the age of social media and analyze the two to 
see what impact social media has made. It will also look at the roles of corporations and their 
history of refraining from partnering with activist athletes to their willingness to do so. The paper 
will close by analyzing the impact social media has had on activism efforts of professional 
athletes by comparing what athletes have contributed to their causes.  
 
Section I: Athlete Activism During the Civil Rights Movement  
“I don’t have to be what you want me to be. I’m free to be what I want.” -Muhammad Ali after 
defeating Sonny Liston in 1964 to become heavyweight champion 
 Two prominent examples of athlete protest took place in the 1960s during the Civil 
Rights movement. Muhammad Ali is one of the biggest names in American sports history for his 
actions both inside and outside of the ring. Ali protested racism when the Civil Rights era was at 
is peak. Born Cassius Clay before changing his name when converting from Christianity to 
Islam, Ali was outspoken in his efforts to bring awareness to the injustices being brought upon 
minorities in the United States. After returning from the 1960 Olympics, Ali has been noted as 
saying, “With my gold medal actually hanging around my neck, I couldn’t get a cheeseburger 
served to me in a downtown Louisville restaurant,” (Marqusee, 1995).  
 Ali began to associate himself with Malcolm X, and Elijah Muhammad, two men of 
Muslim faith who also advocated for African American and human rights. The two had an 
impact on Ali, who began to see other African American boxers as “white man’s champions” 
who ignored the pressing issues facing minorities in the country. He began to use his fame and 
platform to talk about issues regarding the poor treatment of minorities at the time. He began to 
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resent and reject mainstream American culture that sought black athletes to adhere to demeaning 
stereotypes (Marqusee, 1995). After defeating Sonny Liston in a title fight on February 25, 1964, 
said the following about his faith: 
“Black Muslim is a press word. The real name is Islam. That means peace. Islam is a religion and there 
are 750 million people all over the world who believe in it, and I’m one of them. I ain’t no Christian. I 
can’t be when I see all the colored people fighting for forced integration get blowed up. They get hit by 
stones and chewed by dogs and they blow up a Negro church and don’t find the killers. I’m the 
heavyweight champion, but right now there are some neighborhoods I can’t move into.” (p. 13) 
 
Just over a week after the fight on March 6, the boxer announced his name change from 
Cassius Clay to Muhammad Ali. Clay was no more. Ali had changed his identity and used his 
newly adopted faith to show his disdain for mainstream America and its treatment of minorities. 
He referred to other black boxers as “Uncle Tom,” claiming none of them did anything to 
advocate for the rights of African Americans in the United States.   
 Ali had become known for his fighting inside and outside of the ring. He was a champion 
in both the boxing ring and of the rights of African Americans. He perhaps made his biggest 
statement when he decided not to fight when drafted into the military during the Vietnam War.  
Ali questioned why he should go overseas and shoot “brown people” with all the injustices 
happening against minorities in his home country. (Marqusee 1995). Ali said of his 
unwillingness to fight, “I have nothing to lose by standing up and following my beliefs. So, I’ll 
go to jail. We’ve been in jail for four hundred years,” (Marqusee 1995).  
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Several athletes join Ali in support of decision to not fight in the Vietnam War. Pictured are (sitting) Bill Russell, Ali, Jim Brown, 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar; (standing) Carl Stokes, Walter Beach, Bobby Mitchell, Sid Williams, Curtis McClinton, Willie Davis, Jim 
Shorter and John Wooten. (Photo by Robert Abbott Sengstacke) 
 For refusing to serve, Ali was faced prison time and was forced out of boxing. He posted 
bail, but without boxing, filled his time by becoming a lecturer at colleges before his conviction 
was overturned by the Supreme Court in 1970. Ali returned to the ring the next year.  
 Ali’s sharp words helped to inspire the creation of the Olympic Project for Humans 
Rights (OPHR) in 1967 which used the Olympics as a platform to bring awareness to racial 
injustices. Two members of this group, Tommie Smith and John Carlos provided one of the most 
memorable single acts of protest in sports history.  
 Smith and Carlos were gifted track and field athletes who made the 1968 United States 
Olympic team. Before the games even began, however, there were already rumblings of a 
political twist coming, or rather not coming, to the games that year in Mexico City. Harry 
Edwards, creator of the OPHR and a sociology professor at San Jose State University, 
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encouraged African American athletes to boycott the Olympics all together (Henderson, 2008). 
One of things they advocated for was the exclusion of South Africa from international 
competition due to the injustices of the apartheid occurring in the country. When South Africa 
was banned from competing at the 1968 Olympic Games, Smith and Carlos elected to compete, 
but others such as Lew Alcindor, who later changed his name to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, 
continued to boycott over Muhammad Ali’s suspension from the ring (Dreier 2017). 
 Carlos and Smith both ran in the 200-meter dash at the Olympics in 1968. The pair still 
had the goal of bringing attention to the social injustices and racism faced by African Americans 
in the United States. Edwards encouraged them to do so in a peaceful manner. Smith won gold in 
the event, setting a world record time in the process. Carlos also made the podium by earning the 
bronze medals. The two are not remembered just for their accomplishments at the Olympics, but 
rather the stance they took at it.  
 The two each wore one black glove of 
the same pair while on the podium. Smith wore 
the right-hand glove and Carlos the left. During 
the U.S. national anthem, the pair each raised 
their glove-covered fists into the air and bowed 
their heads (Marqusee 1995). Much like Ali, 
the pair had attained enormous success in 
sports and used their newfound fame to 
promote change. At a press conference after the 
demonstration, Smith explained why he and 
Carlos took the stance.  
Tommie Smith (center) and John Carlos (right) each raise a fist 
in protest during the U.S. national anthem. Silver medalist 
Peter Norman stands to their left (colorized). (Photo by John 
Dominis) 
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“If I win, I am an American, not a black American. But if I did something bad then you say, a Negro. We 
are black and we are proud of being black. Black America will understand what we did tonight.” (“Black 
athletes make silent protest”, 1968).  
 
 Smith and Carlos faced an incredible amount of backlash for the stance they took. The 
pair were expelled from the Olympic village by the International Olympic Committee and 
banned from the remainder of the games. According to the BBC news article, “Black athletes 
make silent protest” (1968), after the event, a spokesperson from the IOC said the demonstration 
was, “a deliberate and violent breach of the fundamental principles of the Olympic spirit.”  
 The pair had been labeled as violent for simply raising their fists in the air. This 
demonstration took place just over six months after Martin Luther King Jr., the face and leader of 
the Civil Rights movement was assassinated, and yet these two African American were the 
violent and threatening ones in the eyes of many Americans. Smith and Carlos were subjected to 
the vitriol for the reason that Ali had pointed out for years. They were no longer the stereotypical 
athlete who just showed up, competed and hit the showers. Smith and Carlos stood for something 
now; they had a message to get across, and they used the biggest stage they could find to spread 
it to the world.  
 
Section II – Athlete Activism in the Age of Social Media 
“Instead of America love it or leave, how about America love it so change it. That’s been the 
history of this country.” -Max Kellerman on ESPN’s First Take in response to Colin Kaepernick 
protesting during the national anthem 
 Almost 50 years had passed since Smith and Carlos’ Olympic protest. The National 
Football League was on the cusp of a new season and it’s the third week of the preseason. The 
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San Francisco 49ers are playing the Green Bay Packers on a sunny Friday evening in Santa 
Clara, California. The Packers came out victorious, winning 21-10 behind a 167-yard, one 
touchdown performance from backup quarterback Joe Callahan. After the game, however, no 
one wanted to talk to Callahan about his play because everyone’s headlines were written before 
kickoff.  
 Colin Kaepernick, then a quarterback for the 49ers, hijacked the media attention for this 
game and for the rest of the season through an act as simple as Smith and Carlos’. Kaepernick 
remained on the bench during the playing 
of the national anthem, refusing to stand. 
According to the NFL Network’s Mike 
Garafolo, Kaepernick had also sat during 
the anthem in each of the 49ers previous 
two preseason games but did not get 
noticed. This time around, however, 
Jennifer Lee Chan, a 49ers beat writer for 
SB Nation took a photo during the national 
anthem shortly before the start of the game 
and posted it to Twitter. The picture or caption 
did not have anything to do with Kaepernick, 
but he was in the shot, and he got noticed. Thanks to social media, by the time the game had 
ended, Kaepernick was at the front of millions of minds whether he wanted to be or not.    
 Chan’s tweet did not go viral, but the photograph did. The replies to her tweet quickly 
became flooded with journalists from anywhere from the Bay Area to Italy asking permission to 
This tweet by Jennifer Lee Chan helped to spark the debate over 
Colin Kaepernick. A red circle has been added to this photo to 
make it easier to spot Kaepernick.  
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use the photo on newscasts and online. The photo was quickly accompanied by quotes from 
Kaepernick, who was surrounded by media immediately after the game. Kaepernick’s response 
to the media after the game would cement himself in the same group as Ali, Smith and Carlos. 
“I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people of 
color. To me, this is bigger than football and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way There 
are bodies in the street and people getting paid leave and getting away with murder.” (Wyche, 2016) 
 
 In a matter of hours, Kaepernick had become a national sensation who would dominate 
newspaper space and broadcast airtime. He also drew a lot of attention on social media. For the 
two weeks after the protest went viral, Kaepernick was tagged or mentioned in social media 
posts 235,549 times. In that same span, he gained 98,730 followers on Twitter (Rovell, 2016). 
Kaepernick has over 2.1 million followers on Twitter (twitter.com/Kaepernick7) and 3.3 million 
followers on Instagram (instagram.com/kaepernick7/) as of March 2019.   
 As Kaepernick’s online following continued to grow, so did the number of athletes 
following in his footsteps. During San Francisco’s final preseason game, Kaepernick’s teammate 
Eric Reid joined him in protest as the pair each took a knee during the anthem. The same day, 
Jeremy Lane of the Seattle Seahawks became the first player not with the 49ers to protest. The 
list got even longer over the following weeks and included non-NFL athletes such as U.S. 
Women’s National Soccer Team member Megan Rapinoe and the Indiana Fever WNBA team 
(Sandritter, 2017). A new movement had started — or perhaps an old one reborn — and 
Kaepernick was its leader  
 Social media played a role in Kaepernick’s rise to prominence, but he had been using it to 
spread his message well before his following spiked. According to Kaepernick’s Instagram 
account, the football star felt passionately about the same issues Ali, Smith and Carlos faced 
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before the anthem protest caught mainstream attention. Kaepernick’s Instagram account includes 
pictures and quotes from Malcolm X — the same person who had an influence on and was 
friends with Ali before he took his public stance.    
 Kaepernick’s playing career in the NFL came to an end on January 1, 2017, but because 
of social media, Kaepernick continues his fight without the media attention that comes with 
being a professional football player. Other athletes, such as NBA superstar Lebron James, used 
the massive media attention afforded to professional athletes as well as his massive social 
following to fight the same injustices that Kaepernick was.  
 James is the most followed professional athlete in North America. The legendary athlete 
has over 42 million followers on 
Twitter (twitter.com/KingJames) and 
47.4 million followers on Instagram 
(instagram.com/kingjames). James has 
also not shied away from using the 
social media platforms to express his 
opinions to his massive fanbases. In 
2012, when James was a member of 
the Miami Heat, he spoke out about 
the death of Trayvon Martin, a black 
teenager who was shot and killed by 
George Zimmerman in Sanford, 
Florida. James and teammates dressed in hoodies similar to the one Martin was wearing the night 
he was killed. Martin’s death also inspired the creation of the Black Lives Matter organization, a 
James used social media to speak out on the killing of Trayvon Martin. 
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group with which James has worked extensively to promote equality and protest ongoing 
injustices such as police brutality. (Coombs, Cassilo 2017).  
 In 2014, James, now with the Cleveland Cavaliers, wore a shirt that said “I Can’t 
Breathe” with teammate Kyrie Irving during warmups before a game against the Brooklyn Nets. 
The saying was created by the Black Lives Matter movement in response to the death of Eric 
Garner at the hands of members of the New York City Police Department. James’ 
demonstrations had brought him in association with political activism and the Black Lives 
Matter organization. The organization was known for its use of social media to spread awareness 
of deaths of African Americans at the hands of police officers. Sayings such as “Hands Up Don’t 
Shoot” and “I Can’t Breathe” along with the names of those killed such as Eric Garner, Trayvon 
Martin and Michael Brown became hashtags that the groups’ members rallied around online. 
(Coombs, Cassilo 2017). The group put pressure on those in power to bring about change, and 
they also used it to pressure athletes like James when they felt athletes were not doing enough in 
certain cases, such as in the case of Tamir Rice. 
 Rice was killed by a police officer in Cleveland, Ohio in November 2014. Rice was 
holding a pellet gun in a park when an officer arrived and shot him. The incident was captured 
on video and showed the officer firing within two seconds of arriving on scene. Rice was just 12 
years old. (Gartland, 2016). 
 About a year later in December 2015, a grand jury decided to not indict the officers 
involved in Rice’s death. As in the cases of Garner, Martin, and Brown, this decision sparked 
outrage among the Black Lives Matter organization and a campaign was launched on social 
media to protest the jury’s findings. Those involved also looked to James to speak out about 
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Rice’s death much like he had done for Garner and Martin. This time, however, James did not 
take a stance. When asked about the jury’s decision, Lebron said the following: 
“For me, I’ve always been a guy who’s took pride in knowledge of every situation that I’ve ever spoke 
on. And to be honest, I haven’t really been on top of this issue so it’s hard for me to comment. I 
understand that when any lives are lost, what we want more than anything is prayer and the best for the 
family, for anyone. But for me to comment on the situation, I don’t have enough knowledge about it.” 
(“Mother of Tamir Rice: ‘It’s quite sad’ Lebron hasn’t addressed sons death”, 2016, p.1) 
 
 James’ reasoning behind staying out of the situation was not good enough for the 
members of Black Lives Matter. The phrase “#NoJusticeNoLebron” began circulating on Twitter 
with the goal of pressuring the NBA star into taking a stance. Some even called for James to sit 
out games until justice was brought to the officers (Coombs, Cassilo 2017). Tamir’s mother, 
Samaria Rice, went to the press to also speak out on James not speaking out. In an interview with 
NewsOne, Samaria called out James, saying: 
“I think it’s quite sad that LeBron hasn’t spoken out about my son. I’m not asking him to sit out a game. I 
know his kids got to eat too, but you can at least put on a shirt or something. Some of the other athletes, 
some of the have said something, some of them haven’t. I think they should just make a statement. I’m 
not asking nobody to quit their job or anything, but make a statement for us black people out here.” 
(“Mother of Tamir Rice: It’s quite sad’ Lebron hasn’t addressed son’s death”, 2016, p.1) 
 
  James was called out for not calling out injustices himself. Through social media, 
athletes have direct access to give their thoughts to the people, but those people also have direct 
access to talk to professional athletes.  
 James stepped back into the spotlight in 2016, especially as the Presidential election 
between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton began to heat up. James joined other basketball stars 
Carmelo Anthony, Chris Paul and Dwayne Wade at the ESPY Awards in July to speak out on 
issues of racism, social injustices and gun violence. (Chan 2016). Just a month earlier, Ali had 
passed away. His death inspired many, including James, to stand up against injustices, just like 
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Ali had. (Martson 2017). James took this opportunity to honor Ali and challenge himself and 
other athletes to be leaders in the social justice movement.  
“We all feel helpless and frustrated by the violence. We do, but that’s not acceptable. It’s time to look in 
the mirror and ask ourselves, what are we doing to create change? It’s not about being a role model, it’s 
not about our responsibility to a condition of activism. I know tonight, we’re honoring Muhammad Ali, 
the G.O.A.T. [Greatest Of All Time], but to do his legacy any justice, let’s use this moment as a call to 
action for all professional athletes to educate ourselves. Explore these issues, speak up, use our influence, 
and renounce all violence. Most importantly, we need to go back to our communities, invest our time, our 
resources, help rebuild them, help strengthen them, help change them. We all have to do better.” (p. 56) 
 
 
From left to right, Carmelo Anthony, Chris Paul, Dwayne Wade, and Lebron James stand on stage at the 2016 ESPYS to deliver a 
speech about social injustices. (Photo by Chris Pizzello) 
  
 A month after this speech, Kaepernick’s protest went viral on social media. Four months 
after this speech, Donald Trump was elected President of the United States. He was sworn in 
January 2017. That year would turn into a tumultuous time for race relations and many battles 
between professional athletes and President Trump would be waged on social media.  
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 The beginning of the 2017 NFL season did not include Kaepernick. He had opted out of 
his contract with the 49ers and had not been signed by a new team before his new season started. 
Despite this, his protest was carried on during the anthem by other players in the league such as 
Oakland Raiders running back Marshawn Lynch (Sandritter, 2017). Trump took exception to 
this, believing the act to be nothing more than disrespectful toward the American flag and the 
United States military. At a rally in Huntsville, Alabama on September 22, 2017, Trump ignited 
a war with professional athletes across the country with his comments.  
“Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL owners, when somebody disrespects our flag, to say, ‘Get 
that son of a bitch off the field right now. Out. He’s fired. He’s fired.” 
 
 Trump doubled down on these comments the next day on Twitter saying, “If a player 
wants the privilege of making millions of dollars in the NFL, or other leagues, he or she should 
not be allowed to disrespect our Great American Flag (or Country) and should stand for the 
National Anthem. If not, YOU’RE FIRED. Find something else to do.” (Trump, 2017). He also 
called out the NFL’s commissioner, Roger Goodell for not demanding players stand, claimed 
NFL ratings were plummeting and encouraged fans not to attend NFL games until the protests 
stopped. (Curtis 2017). 
 Athletes wasted little time responding to Trump’s flurry of tweets directed at them. 
Former Denver Broncos and Baltimore Ravens tight end and NFL Hall of Famer Shannon 
Sharpe responded on Twitter to the President, writing, “Tell 45 to stick to politics. I go to politics 
to get away from sports.” (Sharpe, 2017). Seattle Seahawks cornerback Richard Sherman took to 
social media to say, “The behavior of the President is unacceptable and needs to be addressed. If 
you do not Condemn this divisive Rhetoric you are Condoning it!!” (Sherman, 2017). Others, 
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like Buffalo Bills running back Lesean McCoy fought fire with fire, swearing at Trump in 
response to his remarks. “It’s really sad man... our president is a [sic] asshole.” (McCoy, 2017).  
 President Trump’s comments also drew a reaction on the field. On September 24, 2017, 
just two days after Trump’s statements, players 
across the NFL kneeled or locked arms in 
protest of the President’s words. Some owners, 
such as Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones 
joined his team in kneeling before the playing 
of the anthem (Becoats, 2017). Trump’s 
comments, which many found divisive, had 
instead brought the league together.  
 As he was arguing with the NFL over anthem protests, Trump also took to social media 
to berate star NBA player Steph Curry of the Golden State Warriors. Curry and the Warriors had 
won the NBA Championship in June, but were unsure about making the traditional trip to the 
White House to visit the President. Hours before Trump’s “son of a bitch” remark, Curry made 
his intentions clear at a post-practice press conference, simply saying “I don’t want to go.” 
(Mandell, 2014). 
Curry’s statement made the rounds on social media, making headlines before Trump 
stepped off the stage in Alabama. The next day, Trump responded to Curry’s comment by 
uninviting him from the White House. 
Cowboys owner Jerry Jones kneels with Dallas Cowboys players 
before the national anthem on September 24,2017. (Photo by 
Matt York) 
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 Trump’s comments again drew the ire of professional athletes, this time from the NBA. 
Paul, who had been on stage at the ESPYS with James, was one of the players to respond to the 
President on Twitter, saying, “With everything that’s going on in our country, why are YOU 
focused on Who’s kneeling and visiting the White House??? #StayInYoLane,” and “And I doubt 
he’s man enough to call any of those players a son of a bitch to their face…” (Paul, 2017).  
James, who Curry and the Warriors had just defeated in the NBA Finals, also called out 
Trump on Twitter. “U [sic] bum @StephenCurry30 already said he ain’t going! So therefore 
ain’t no [sic] invite. Going to White House was a great honor until you showed up!” (James, 
2017). James’ tweet caught the eye of the nation, earning over 624,000 retweets and about 1.46 
million likes (twitter.com/kingjames).  
 These brief Twitter wars in September of 2017 exemplified the new era of athlete 
activism. One where professional athletes can directly interact and challenge those in power. 
They are also much more accessible to the general public. They can inspire and contribute to 
movements in a matter of seconds and provide unfiltered perspective about the causes they fell 
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strongly about. Social media also makes it possible for athletes to become activists without the 
need for a big stage. Colin Kaepernick’s protest became big news after a preseason NFL game, 
not in the Olympics like Smith or Carlos or after a world title fight like Ali. Curry and James’ 
statements made headlines during the NBA’s offseason. Social media and the 24-hour news 
cycle make it possible for any athlete to inspire change at any time.  
 
Section III – Corporations, Athletes and Activism  
“Republicans buy sneakers too.” -Michael Jordan explaining why he would not endorse 
Democratic Senate candidate Harvey Gantt 
 Corporations such as Nike and Under Armour have recently thrown their hats into the 
social activism ring by endorsing athletes that also stand for social change. This certainly has not 
always been the case, however. Even the most prominent athletes of the Civil Rights movement 
like Ali had trouble finding endorsements.  
 The 1960s and 70s were not a time when athletes brought in a lot of money from 
sponsorship deals. According to Ray Katz, a sports business professor at Columbia University, 
neither Wilt Chamberlain nor Arnold Palmer put pen to paper on big sponsorship deals during 
their careers. Ali’s outspoken and “radical” political stance, especially his refusal to join the 
army during the Vietnam War, made advertisers even more wary of signing him (Anderson, 
2016). Ali also was not too keen on working with endorsers at the time either, once saying, “God 
damn the white man’s money!” (Zirin, 2016).  
 Endorsements became a more common practice in the 1980s, but by then Ali’s in-ring 
career was well past him. Still, starting in the 1990s, Ali’s legacy carried enough weight for him 
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to land endorsement deals. The sports legend became the first boxer to appear on a Wheaties box 
when he did so in 1999. Since then, he has landed endorsement deals with Adidas, Under 
Armour, Apple, Porsche, Toyota and even Pizza Hut (Anderson, 2016). 
 Ali may have been one of the most recognizable celebrities, both inside and outside the 
realm of sports in his prime, but the marketing practices of the time and his stances prevented 
him from cashing in until well after he had hung up his gloves.   
 The stars of the 1980s and 90s, however, had much less trouble signing sponsorship deals 
with major brands. The biggest example of this is Michael Jordan and Nike. This new 
relationship between professional athletes and big companies introduced a new dynamic into the 
conversation about athletes and social activism. A companies’ sales can be hurt if that company 
takes a stance on a social or political issue because those that do not agree with their stance feel 
alienated. When a company and professional athlete sign an endorsement deal, that athlete 
becomes a high-profile representative of that company. If that athlete takes a stand on an issue, it 
may appear as if that company is also taking that stance. Therefore, big companies were hesitant 
to sign large deals with athletes who were outspoken on social and political issues, and athletes 
with early endorsement deals faced a decision: publicly speak out on injustice and jeopardize the 
deal, or to keep their opinions in house and watch the sponsorship money roll in. Several, 
including Jordan, went with the latter choice.  
 Jordan signed his shoe deal with Nike before the start of his rookie year in the NBA in 
1984. The Air Jordan Is showed up on shelves in March 1985. By the end of the year, Nike had 
brought in over $100 million in revenue and those numbers only increased as the years passed 
(Rovell, 2013).  
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 The year prior, Jordan was approached by Democratic Charlotte, North Carolina Mayor 
Harvey Gantt. Gantt, an African American, was running for a U.S. Senate seat and wanted 
Jordan to endorse him in a race where race relations and social justice were at the forefront. 
Gantt’s opponent, Republican incumbent Jesse Helms, was considered by many to be racist. He 
had strongly opposed the idea of recognizing Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday as a national 
holiday, going as far to stage a 16-day filibuster on the Senate floor to keep it from passing into 
law. (Salaam, 2016).  
 When Gantt came to Jordan to ask for his support, Jordan turned him down, offering a 
short but sharp response, “Republicans buy 
sneakers too.”  
 It’s never been proven that Jordan 
uttered those exact words, however, they do a 
good job of summing up the situation. Jordan 
did not endorse Gantt and stayed largely away 
from politics and social issues due to his endorsement deals. The year after the election, 1991, 
Air Jordan sales passed $200 million (Daily, 2018).  
 Jordan was not the only prominent athlete of his time to stray away from activism as 
endorsement deals became increasingly lucrative. In fact, the number of activist athletes tended 
to trend downward in the 1980s and 90s. With the boom in sponsorships and endorsements, 
professional sports had become a lucrative business and athletes took advantage of the new 
system at the expense of being a social activist. (Marqusee, 1995).  
Michael Jordan poses with his Air Jordan sneakers during a 
promotional photoshoot with Nike. (Photo Courtesy: Nike.com) 
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 With athletes like Kaepernick, however, a new wave of social activism swept the nation. 
The two were not afraid of expressing themselves and advocating for social justice. This time 
around, corporations like Nike and Under Armour are big players in the athlete sponsorship 
market, and they are not shy about linking themselves with athletes who took stances on high-
profile issues.  
 Kaepernick was similar to Jordan in that he signed his sponsorship deal with Nike shortly 
after being drafted in 2011. Unlike Jordan, however, Kaepernick and Nike’s relationship would 
not make headlines or stocks soar because of Kaepernick’s actions on the field for it was not 
until after Kaepernick was without a team that the two stepped into the spotlight together.  
 After Kaepernick stepped away from the 49ers and was not signed by another franchise, 
executives at Nike faced a choice: should they drop Kaepernick from its list of sponsored 
athletes? According to the New York Times, Nike originally made the decision to do just that, 
citing the fact that since he was not on a roster, they could not put his name on any NFL licensed 
apparel (Creswell et al, 2018). Nike’s head of communications, Nigel Powell, stepped in and 
claimed that if the company dropped Kaepernick, it would face a public relations nightmare and 
lose a large amount of the “urban youth” demographic that serve as the main customer base for 
sports apparel companies like Nike. (Creswell et al, 2018). 
 This move by Nike was symbolic of a massive shift that had taken place among the 
business world as it concerned sponsoring athletes. Companies were no longer afraid to employ 
athletes with tendencies to be outspoken on political and social issues. Nike’s decision to keep its 
deal with Kaepernick alive paid off for both sides in the agreement.  
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 On September 3, 2018, Kaepernick kicked off the new campaign by posting a photo on 
Twitter. The black and white photograph of Kaepernick’s face accompanied by the phrase, 
“Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing everything.” followed by Nike’s slogan “Just 
do it.” The tweet put fuel onto the fire of the movement that had lost some steam after 
Kaepernick’s departure from the NFL. As of March 2019, that Tweet has over 360,000 retweets 
and almost 920,000 likes (twitter.com/kaepernick7).   
 
This photo accompanied social media posts from Kaepernick and Nike. The advertisement campaign rejuvenated the social 
justice movement sparked by Kaepernick in 2016. (Photo courtesy: Nike) 
 The following day, Nike revealed the same photo of Kaepernick on billboards in San 
Francisco and New York. The company also released a video to go along with the campaign on 
its social media pages. In less than a month, that video had been viewed over 80 million times on 
Nike’s Twitter, Instagram and YouTube pages (Creswell et al, 2018). 
 The advertisement proved successful for Nike in other areas too. Within two weeks of the 
release of the video on social media, Nike’s shares hit an all-time high of $83.90 after a slight 
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drop initially. The tweets sent out by Nike at the launch of the campaign also became its second 
most-liked tweet of all time, trailing only behind a tweet regarding the company’s World Cup 
advertisement campaign (Thomas, 2018). 
 As with any social activist movement, there has been pushback by some on this 
advertisement campaign. There are those that have disagreed with Kaepernick’s movement since 
the moment the picture of taking a seat during the national anthem went viral. That group, which 
includes the President, does not see Kaepernick’s stance as anything more than disrespectful 
toward the United States and its military. If social media engagement and Nike’s stocks are any 
indicators, however, its that like groups like that are in the minority. For example, the 
aforementioned video that Nike released as part of the advertisement’s launch has 165,000 likes 
to just 21,000 dislikes as of March 2019 (Nike, 2017). That is a like to dislike ratio of about 8:1.  
 Nike’s campaign with Kaepernick and the success it has had is not just an example of a 
company willing to align itself with an outspoken professional athlete, but also shows the social 
progress that has been made since the days of Ali, Smith and Carlos. Without their contributions 
and willingness to stand up for their beliefs, partnerships like the one between Kaepernick and 
Nike much rarer. Nike aligned itself with Kaepernick because it feared pushback from his 
supporters more so than they did his decorators which includes the President of the United 
States. Nike had a deal with the NFL worth over $200 million per year to provide uniforms and 
apparel and they still aligned themselves with a player who filed a collusion grievance against 
them (Creswell et al, 2018).   
 It is moments like this where one must reflect and realize how big of an impact athlete 
like Ali had. Remember his quote about not being able to buy a cheeseburger in Kentucky 
because of segregation. African Americans used to be turned away because of the color of their 
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skin. Nowadays, massive corporations such as Nike are willing to align themselves with stars 
like Kaepernick because African Americans are such a social and economic force in the United 
States and reaction on social media to the campaign helps us to realize this.  
 
Section IV – The Impact of Social Media on Athlete Activism  
“The issue at hand regards my race and I have every right to speak on it! If you don’t like it, it’s 
a big ass UNFOLLOW button on the top of my page!” -NBA player Bradley Beal responding to 
backlash on Twitter  
 Throughout history, we’ve seen the effects of Civil Rights era athlete activism. In the 50 
years since Ali took over headlines with his outspoken advocacy and Carlos and Smith took a 
stand on the Olympic stage, the fruits of their labor have come to bear in the form of cultural and 
legislative change. Ali was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest honor a 
President can bestow upon a civilian, in 2005; it was a far cry from being jailed for refusing to 
fight in Vietnam. Another impact of their efforts that has come into focus in recent years is the 
influence they had on today’s athletes who carry on the fight. 
 The clearest way this influence can be seen is through the quotes and references that 
athletes of today use. Anthony posted the following on his Instagram page in 2016: 
“First off let me start off by saying ‘All Praise Due To The Most High.’ Secondly, I’m all about rallying, 
protesting, fighting for OUR people. Look I’ll even lead the charge, By Any Means Necessary. We have 
to be smart about we are doing though. We need to steer our anger in the right direction. The system is 
Broken. Point blank period. It has been this way forever. Martin Luther King marched. Malcolm X 
rebelled. Muhammad Ali literally fought for US… There’s No more sitting back and being afraid of 
tackling and addressing political issues anymore. Those days are long gone. We have to step up and take 
charge. We can’t worry about what endorsements we gonna [sic] lose or whose going to look at us crazy. 
I need your voice to be heard. We can demand change. We just have to be willing to. THE TIME IS 
NOW. I’M all in. Take Charge. Take Action. DEMAND CHANGE.” (Anthony, 2016). 
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 Kaepernick has also shown appreciation to those who came before him in the realm of 
activism. The quarterback posted a tribute to Carlos and Smith on the 50th anniversary of their 
Olympic protest 
 
Kaepernick's tweet paid tribute to Tommie Smith and John Carlos on the 50th anniversary of their protest at the Olympics. 
 Through examples like these, it is clear that influence is one of the biggest impacts that 
activism can have. Athletes can influence other athletes and the masses to promote change. The 
advent of social media has only expanded the influence and impact those athletes can have.  
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  For example, social media played a big role in the banishment of Donald Sterling from 
the NBA. According to the Los Angeles Times, Sterling, the former owner of the Los Angeles 
Clippers, was recorded on tape saying these many perceived as racist (Bolch, 2014). The 
conversation was between Sterling and a female friend, identified as V. Stiviano, and the 
discussion was about a since deleted picture Stiviano posted on Instagram of her standing with 
Lakers legend Earvin Magic Johnson. (Bolch, 2014). In the recording, Sterling could be heard 
saying, “It bothers me that you want to broadcast that you’re associating with black people,” and 
“I’m just saying, in your Instagrams, you don’t have to have yourself walking with black 
people.” (Bolch, 2014). The NBA began investigating the incident after the tape was leaked by 
TMZ, and Sterling told NBA Commissioner Adam Silver it was him in the recording. (Carcamo, 
2014). 
 Within hours, the hashtags #Sterling, #Sterlingracist, and #boycottclippers covered 
Twitter. Johnson was one of the first to chime in on Twitter, posting, “TMZ reported this 
morning that Donald Sterling doesn’t want me or other African Americans to come to Clippers 
games.” and “I feel sorry for my friends Coach Doc Rivers and Chris Paul that they have to work 
for a man that feels this way about African Americans.” (Johnson, 2014). Another Lakers great, 
Kobe Bryant, simply posted “I couldn’t play for him.” (Bryant, 2014). Former Atlanta Hawks 
player Dominique Wilkins tweeted, “Just watched the Commissioner speak about the Sterling 
Tapes. I have no doubt the @NBA will move swiftly & definitively. However, there IS a history 
w/ Sterling that is well documented. If the tapes r [sic] authenticated there is 0 room in the NBA 
at ANY level.” (Wilkins, 2014).  
 Just three days after the tape was made public, Silver handed down Sterling’s life-time 
banishment punishment. Silver also fined Sterling $2.5 million dollars.  Silver said of the 
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decision, “We stand together in condemning Mr. Sterling’s views. They simply have no place in 
the NBA.” (“Clippers owner Sterling banned for life by the NBA”, 2014).  
 The Kaepernick-led protests have also led to some changes in the NFL. In March 2018, 
the NFL announced it was committing $90 million dollars to a new social justice initiative to 
help battle social inequality. (Rapaport, 2018).  
 The NFL increased its efforts in January 2019 with the introduction of Inspire Change, a 
social justice platform focused on education, economic development, and improving community 
and police relations. (Wilner, 2019). The education program focuses on African American 
history, and Inspire Change planned to implement the curriculum in 175 underserved high 
schools.  
 Inspire Change is a joint effort between the NFL, its 32 franchises, and the NFL Players 
Coalition, a group of players focused on promoting social justice. (Wilner, 2019). The program 
will provide grants to local organizations chosen by the coalition, and to nationwide 
organizations such as Big Brother Big Sister and Operation HOPE. The protests Kaepernick 
started led to the creation of programs such as Inspire Change that foster a cooperative effort 
between the league and its players to strive for social justice. (Wilner, 2019). 
 It is impossible to deny the contributions of men like Ali, Smith, and Carlos to the social 
progress we have seen today. During their careers, comments like Sterling’s were common, but 
because of the fighting and protesting they did, we now live in a world where men like Sterling 
are vilified and men like Smith and Carlos are celebrated.  
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 Today’s professional athletes have taken the baton from the activists of the Civil Rights 
era and continue to build toward a better future, and they have used social media to help them 
inch ever closer to the finish line.  
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